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Finding of No Significant Impact

Environmental Assessment and Comprehensive Conservation Plan for Litchfield
Wetland Management District, Minnesota

An Environmental Assessment (EA) has been prepared to identify management strategies
to meet the conservation goals of the Litchfield Wetland Management District (District).
The EA examined the environmental consequences that each management alternative
could have on the quality of the physical, biological, and human environment, as required
by the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA). The EA presented and
evaluated three alternatives for managing wildlife and habitats as well as visitor services
on the District over the next 15 years:

Alternative 1 — Maintain Management on Current Acres With No Additional Land
Acquisition. Under this alternative we would manage fee title land already in the system
and would not increase the holdings to the agreed goal acres for each county within the
District. We would restore native grasslands, improve wetlands and evaluate our
approach to waterfowl production. We would maintain recruitment rate of waterfowl and
we would continue our present monitoring approach. We would avoid any actions that
would harm threatened or endangered species. We would maintain public access and
continue current staffing levels.

Alternative 2 — Increase Land Holdings to Goal Acres and Maintain Current Management

Practices (No action). Under this alternative we would continue acquiring land up to the
negotiated goal acres within each county in the District. We would expand the size of
Waterfowl Production Areas (WPAs) in areas of prime waterfowl use through easements
and working with partners. We would restore native grasslands and restore and improve
wetlands. We would maintain recruitment rates of waterfowl and continue monitoring
programs. We would avoid actions that would harm threatened or endangered species.
We would continue current public access and staffing levels.

Alternative 3 — Increase Land Holdings to Goal Acres and Expand Management for
Waterfowl, Other Trust Species and the Public (Preferred). Under this alternative we
would acquire land up to the negotiated goal acres for each county within the District.
We would expand the size of WPAs in areas of prime waterfow] use and we would focus
on prime habitat as identified by monitoring and GIS mapping. We would follow
Strategic Growth guidelines for acquisition which will focus on: 1) wetland complexes,
surrounding grasslands and natural predator component. 2) unit size, location, and ratio
of upland to wetlands, 3) prioritize according to the benefit to waterfowl., but other
wildlife benefits will be considered. We would avoid actions that would harm threatened
or endangered species. We would expand and improve public access to WPAs.
Management of the District will be consistent with other Districts throughout Minnesota,
Wisconsin and the Dakotas.




The alternative selected for implementation is Alternative 3. The strategies presented in
the Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) were developed as a direct result of the
selection of this alternative.

For reasons presented above and based on an evaluation of the information contained in
the Environmental Assessment, we have determined that the action of adopting
Alternative 3 as the management alternative for the Litchfield Wetland Management
District CCP is found to have special environmental conditions as described in the
attached Environmental Assessment. This Finding of No Significant Impact will not be
final nor any actions taken pending a 30-day period for public review.

Additional Reasons:

1. The fire management section within the Environmental Assessment was expanded
as aresult of comments and will be acted on after a 30-day period of public
review.

2. Future management actions will have a neutral or positive impact on the local
economy.

3. A cultural resource inventory completed prior to this CCP included
recommendations for the protection of cultural, archaeological and historical

- resources.
4. This action will not have an adverse impact on threatened or endangered species.

Supporting References:

Environmental Assessment
Comprehensive Conservation Plan
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1.0 Purpose and Need for Action

1.1 Purpose and Need for Action

1.1.1 Purpose

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) is proposing to prepare and implement a
Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) for the Minnesota Wetland Management
Districts, which include the Big Stone Wetland Management District, the Detroit
Lakes Wetland Management District, the Fergus Falls Wetland Management District,
the Litchfield Wetland Management District, the Morris Wetland Management
District, and the Windom Wetland Management District.

The purpose of the proposed action is to establish the management
direction of the Districts for the next 15 years. The action is needed
because adequate and cohesive long-term management direction
does not exist for the District. Management is now guided by
several general policies and short-term plans. Future management
direction will be defined in a detailed set of goals, objectives, and
strategies described in the CCP.

Refuge Purpose Statements are primary to the management of
each refuge within the System. The Purpose Statement is derived
from the legislative authority used to acquire specific refuge lands
and is, along with Refuge System goals, the basis on which primary management
activities are determined. Additionally, these statements are the foundation from
which “allowed” uses of refuges are determined through a defined ”compatibility
process.” Purpose Statements for the Wetland Management Districts are:

“...as Waterfowl Production Areas” subject to “all of the provisions of such
Act [Migratory Bird Conservation Act]...except the inviolate sanctuary
provisions...” 16 U.S. C. 718(d)(c) [Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation
Stamp Act],

“...for any other management purpose, for migratory birds.” 16 U.S.C. 715D
[Migratory Bird Conservation Act],

“...for conservation purposes...”7 U.S.C. 2002 [Consolidated Farm and Rural
Development Act].

The action is also needed to assess existing management issues, opportunities and
alternatives, and then determine the best course for managing the natural resources
in each District. Further, this action will satisfy the legislative mandate of the Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997 which requires the prepara-
tion of a CCP for all National Wildlife Refuges, including Wetland Management
Districts. An additional purpose of the Environmental Assessment (EA) is to provide
direction and consideration of the Wetland Management Districts’ fire management
program, which is integral to the CCP.

This EA was prepared using guidelines of the National Environmental Policy Act of
1969. The Act requires us to examine the effects of proposed actions on the natural
and human environment. This EA describes three alternatives for future Complex
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management, the environmental consequences of each alternative, and our preferred
management direction. Each alternative has a reasonable mix of fish and wildlife
habitat prescriptions and wildlife-dependent recreational opportunities. Selection of
the identified preferred alternative was based on its environmental consequences and
ability to achieve the Complex’s purpose.

1.1.2 Need for Action

The CCP ultimately derived from this EA will set the management direction for the
Districts for the next 15 years. This EA will present three management alternatives
for the future of the Districts. One of the alternatives will be selected based on its
ability to meet identified goals. These goals may also be considered as the primary
need for action. They reflect Service trust responsibilities and priorities based upon
species needs, environmental conditions and Service policy. Goals for the Districts
were developed by the planning team and encompass all aspects of wetland manage-
ment district management including public use, habitat management and maintenance
operations. Each of the three management alternatives described in this EA will be
able to at least minimally achieve these goals.

The goals for the Minnesota Wetland Management Districts include:

Wildlife Goal: Strive to preserve and maintain diversity and increase the
abundance of waterfowl and other key wildlife species in the
Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem. Seek sustainable
solutions to the impact of Canada Geese on adjacent private
croplands. Preserve, restore, and enhance resident wildlife
populations where compatible with waterfowl and the preser-
vation of other trust species.

Habitat Goal: Restore native prairie plant communities of the Northern
Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem using local ecotypes of seed and
maintain the vigor of these stands through natural processes.
Restore functioning wetland complexes and maintain the
cyclic productivity of wetlands. Continue efforts for long-
term solutions to the problem of invasive species with in-
creased emphasis on biological control to minimize damage to
aquatic and terrestrial communities. Continue efforts to
better define the role of each District in assisting private
landowners with wetland, upland and riparian restorations.

Acquisition Goal: Within current acquisition acreage goals, identify the highest
priority acres for acquisition taking into account block size
and waterfowl productivity data. These priority areas should
drive acquisition efforts whenever possible. Service land
acquisition should have no negative impact on net revenues to
local government. Understand and communicate the eco-
nomic effects of federal land ownership on local communities.

Monitoring Goal: Collect baseline information on plants, fish and wildlife and
monitor critical parameters and trends of key species and/or
species groups on and around District units. Promote the use
of coordinated, standardized, cost effective, and defensible
methods for gathering and analyzing habitat and population
data. Management decisions will be based on the resulting
data.
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Endangered Species /

Unique Communities

Goal: Preserve enhance, and restore rare native northern tallgrass
prairie, flora and fauna that are or may become endangered.
Where feasible in both ecological and social/economic terms,
reintroduce native species on WPAs in cooperation with the

Minnesota DNR.
Public Use /
Environmental
Education Goal: Provide opportunities for the public to use the WPAs in a way

that promotes understanding and appreciation of the Prairie
Pothole Region. Promote greater understanding and aware-
ness of the Wetland Management District’s programs, goals,
and objectives. Advance stewardship and understanding of
the Prairie Pothole Region through environmental education,
outreach and partnership development.

Development Plan

Goal: Preparation of WPA Development Plans: Complete Geo-
graphic Information System (GIS) based WPA Development
Plans for each unit in each District. Provide Districts with
GIS to assist with acquisition, restoration, management and
protection of public and private lands.

Staff, Facilities and

Equipment Goal: Provide necessary levels of maintenance, technician and
administrative support staff to achieve other Wetland Man-
agement District goals: Provide all Districts with adequate
and safe office, maintenance and equipment storage facilities
Acquire adequate equipment and vehicles to achieve other
District goals. Maintain District equipment and vehicles at or
above Service standards.

Annual Capital

Development Funds

Goal: Ensure that annual capital development funds are large
enough to meet necessary development of new WPA land:
Have adequate funds available each year to permit comple-
tion of maintenance needs for each Wetland Districts current
land base of Waterfowl Production Areas.

Consistency Goal: Develop and apply consistent policies for habitat, public use,

and resource protection and ensure frequent coordination
among Districts, both in Minnesota and in neighboring states
with WPAs (North and South Dakota, Iowa, and Wisconsin).

1.2 Decision Framework

In compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, the Regional
Director for the Great Lakes-Big Rivers Region of the Service will use this Environ-
mental Assessment to select one of three alternatives (Chapter 2) and determine
whether the alternative selected will have a significant impact on the quality of the
human environment. Specifically, analysis and findings described in this EA will help
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the Regional Director decide whether to adopt the District’s management direction
pursuant to the goals, objectives, and strategies in the CCP (see CCP).

1.3 Background

1.3.1 The United States Fish and Wildlife Service

The United States Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) is the primary Federal agency
responsible for conserving, protecting, and enhancing the Nation’s fish and wildlife
resources and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the American people. Some
responsibilities are shared with Federal, state, tribal, and local entities, but the
Service has specific responsibilities for “trust species” - endangered species, migra-
tory birds, interjurisdictional fish, and certain marine mammals - as well as managing
and protecting lands and waters administered by the Service.

The Service’s mission is “Working with others to conserve, protect, enhance and,
where appropriate restore fish, wildlife and plants and their habitats for the continu-
ing benefit of the American people.”

Service goals are:

m  Sustainability of fish and wildlife populations: Conserve, protect, restore and
enhance fish, wildlife and plant populations entrusted to our care.

m Habitat Conservation: A Network of Land and Waters: Cooperating with
others, we will conserve an ecologically diverse network of lands and waters —
of various ownerships — providing habitats for fish, wildlife and plant re-
sources.

m Public Use and Enjoyment: Provide opportunities to the public to enjoy,
understand and participate in use and conservation of fish and wildlife re-
sources.

m Partnerships in Natural Resources: Support and strengthen partnerships
with tribal, state and local governments and others in their efforts to conserve
and enjoy fish, wildlife, plants and their habitats.

1.3.2 The National Wildlife Refuge System

The National Wildlife Refuge System (System) is an integral component of the
Service with the mission of “administering a national network of lands and waters for
the conservation, management, and where appropriate, restoration of the fish, wildlife
and plant resources and their habitats within the United States for the benefit of
present and future generations of Americans.”

The Service manages more than 500 national wildlife refuges covering more than 93
million acres that are specifically managed for fish and wildlife and their habitats. The
majority of these lands, almost 83 percent of the land in the Refuge System is found in
the 16 refuges in Alaska, with the remaining acres spread across the remaining 49
states and several territories. More than 88 per cent of the acreage in the System was
withdrawn from the Public Domain. The remainder has been acquired through
purchase, from other Federal agencies, as gifts, or through easement/lease agree-
ments.
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Goals of the National Wildlife Refuge System are to:

m  Fulfill our statutory duty to achieve refuge purposes and further the System
mission.

m Conserve, restore where appropriate, and enhance all species of fish, wildlife,
and plants that are endangered or threatened with becoming endangered.

m  Perpetuate migratory bird, interjurisdictional fish, and marine mammal
populations.

m  Conserve a diversity of fish, wildlife, and plants.

m Conserve and restore, where appropriate, representa-
tive ecosystems of the United States, including ecologi-
cal processes characteristic of those ecosystems.

m Foster understanding and instill appreciation of fish,
wildlife, and plants, and their conservation, by provid-
ing the public with safe, high-quality, and compatible
wildlife-dependent public use. Such use includes
hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photography,
and environmental education and interpretation.

1.3.3 Minnesota Wetland Management Districts

Located in western Minnesota, the Wetland Management Districts of Minnesota are
set in a landscape that was once a mosaic of prairie and wetlands. From north to
south the land varied between woodland, sandy ridges and hills covered by prairie
flowers, dotted with small, blue wetlands and oak savannah. The combination of
prairie grasslands and small wetlands made it among the most biologically productive
landscapes in the world; supporting many people and an abundance of wildlife.

When European settlers arrived on the prairies, they recognized the land’s productiv-
ity and rapidly turned it to agriculture. In a few decades it ranked among the richest
agricultural land in the world. The landscape changed so rapidly, little of the original
prairie was saved. Today, only fragments remain in isolated, small blocks. With
fragmentation and the loss of large predators, smaller predators such as raccoon,
striped skunks and fox increased, much to the detriment of ground-nesting birds and
other native grassland species.

Perhaps no other ecosystem on earth as been so dramatically altered, in such a short
time, as the tallgrass prairie ecosystem of the Midwest. As the prairie wetlands were
being drained at an unprecedented rate, early surveys of the Prairie Pothole Region
revealed a strong correlation between prairie wetlands and waterfowl breeding
habitat. The Duck Stamp Act was passed in 1934 as an early step in stemming the loss
of prairie wetlands. Although the original Act did not allow purchase of small wet-
lands, it created a way for hunters to actively participate in maintaining waterfowl
populations. In 1958 the Act was amended, making it possible for the Service to buy
small wetlands and uplands for breeding waterfowl and for hunting. The acquired
wetlands became Waterfowl Production Areas, or WPAs, and formed the core of the
Wetland Management Districts. Wetland management districts are the federal
administrative unit that is responsible for acquiring, overseeing, and managing the
Waterfowl Production Areas and easements within a specified group of counties. Most
Districts are large and cover several counties.

Minnesota Wetland Management Districts
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At the time the Small Wetland Acquisition Program (SWAP) began in 1962, the
Service entered into a Procedural Agreement with the State of Minnesota. This
document laid out the rules for the purchase of wetlands as required by the Wetland
Loan Act of 1961. The agreement was amended in 1976 when the number of counties
authorized for acquisition increased from 19 to 28, and the goal acreage was increased.
In 1991, the Minnesota Land Exchange Board gave the Service approval to expand its
land acquisition program to all 87 counties of the State. The State goal of 231,000
acres in fee title and 365,170 acres in easements, as established in 1976, remains
unchanged.

In western Minnesota, as of March 31, 1999, the Service owned 171,863 acres. Of these
acres, 56,693 are wetlands. In addition, the Service administers perpetual easement
agreements on 266,171 acres, of which 62,098 acres are wetlands. Wetlands that were
once drained have been restored; on Waterfowl Production Areas, 4,064 wetland
restorations have impounded 15,900 wetland acres.

The Wetland Management Districts combine to form a greater land mass than the
largest national wildlife refuge in the lower 48 states. On average, each District has
23,000 to 73,400 breeding ducks each year. Combined, the Districts average 240,600
breeding ducks each year.

1.3.4 Minnesota WMD Vision Statement for Desired Future Condition

The Districts will emphasize waterfowl production and ensure the preservation of
habitat for migratory birds, threatened and endangered species, and resident wildlife.
The Districts will provide opportunities for the public to hunt, fish, observe and
photograph wildlife and increase public understanding and appreciation of the North-
ern Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem.

1.4 Project Inception

Several Federal, State, and local resource management plans provide the framework
for the Service’s proposed action, including the North American Waterfowl Manage-
ment Plan - U.S. Prairie Pothole Joint Venture and the Minnesota Prairie Pothole
Joint Venture Implementation Plan, the National Wetlands Priority Conservation
Plan, the Service’s Regional Wetlands Concept Plan, the Service’s Ecosystem Plan for
the Mississippi Headwater/Tallgrass Prairie ecosystem, the Partners in Flight
Northern Tallgrass Prairie Bird Conservation Plan and the U.S. Shorebird Conserva-
tion Plan and strategic planning efforts of numerous local governments, which identi-
fies preservation and protection of land and water resources as important public
needs.

To address the declining status of North American waterfowl populations, the United
States and Canada signed the North American Waterfowl Management Plan
(NAWMP) in 1986. The purpose of the NAWMP is to restore a continental breeding
population of 62 million ducks, including 8.7 million mallards, 6.3 million pintails, and a
fall flight of 100 million ducks during years of average environmental conditions. Of
late, the NAWMP has added objectives and activities for nongame birds. The
NAWMP is designed to reach these objectives through key joint venture areas and
state implementation plans within these joint venture areas.

Minnesota is one of five states (Minnesota, South Dakota, North Dakota, Montana,
and Iowa) located in the U.S. portion of the Prairie Pothole Joint Venture (PPJV)
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Area of the NAWMP. The objective of the PPJV is to produce 6.8 million breeding
ducks and a fall flight of 13.6 million birds by the year 2000.

In 1986, the U.S. Congress authorized the Emergency Wetlands Resources Act to
protect critical wetlands and promote wetland conservation. One of the requirements
of the Act was the preparation of a national plan to identify high priority wetlands for
protection. In 1989 the Department of the Interior developed the National Wetlands
Priority Conservation Plan, as directed by the Act. -

In 1990, the Service developed a Regional Wetlands Con-
cept Plan for the Great Lakes-Big Rivers Region (Minne-
sota, Iowa, Missouri, Illinois, Indiana, Wisconsin, Michigan,
and Ohio). The purpose of the plan was to identify wetlands
that are valuable for protection in conformance with the
Emergency Wetlands Resources Act of 1986.

In 1994, the Service developed an Ecosystem Plan for the
Mississippi Headwaters/Tallgrass Prairie ecosystem. The
overall goal of that plan is to form creative and productive
partnerships to restore some of the natural processes and a measure of the former
biological diversity that once characterized this ecosystem.

Henceforth, in 1997 the Service initiated detailed management planning on Minnesota
Wetland Management Districts. An interdisciplinary planning team was assembled to
reaffirm the purpose and significance of the Districts, determine the scope of the
planning effort, and define a protocol for carrying out the project. The protocol has
included an information gathering phase, an information analysis phase, an informa-
tion transfer phase, and a planning and implementation phase (current phase). A
geographic information system (GIS) was developed to aid in the analysis and transfer
of information.

1.5. Scoping and Public Invelvement

Scoping is the process of identifying opportunities and issues related to a proposed
action. The planning process for this CCP began October 1, 1997, when a Notice Of
Intent to prepare a comprehensive management plan was published in the Federal
Register (Vol. 62: 51482).

Initially, members of the planning team identified a list of issues and concerns that
were likely to be associated with the management of the refuge. These preliminary
issues and concerns were based on the team members’ knowledge of the area, con-
tacts with citizens in the community, and ideas already expressed to the refuge staff.
Refuge staff and Service planners then began asking refuge neighbors, organizations,
local government units, schools and interested citizens to share their thoughts in a
series of open house events. Open houses were conducted on the following schedule:

November 17 - Detroit Lakes Wetland Management District, 7 attended
November 18 - Fergus Falls Wetland Management District, 9 attended
November 19 — Morris Wetland Management District, 9 attended
November 20 - Litchfield Wetland Management District, 1 attended
November 25 - Windom Wetland Management District, 15 attended
February 4 — Regional Office, Twin Cities, 62 attended

Minnesota Wetland Management Districts
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People were also invited to send in written comments describing their concerns as
well as what they like about the refuge. Fifty-one written comments were received.

The range of issues identified by members of the public is as diverse as the individuals
voicing them. However, several common themes emerged. Issues fall into broad
categories of wildlife, habitat and people. These comments formed the basis of the
issues addressed by the CCP. Dealing with these issues is at the core of the develop-
ment of goals and objectives for the management of the Wetland Management Dis-
tricts.

1.5.1 Issues and Concerns

The following list of needs were identified through our scoping process and were used
to develop criteria for evaluating Alternatives in the Environmental Assessment.

Wildlife & Habitat

Waterfowl Productivity
m  How do we increase waterfowl production on District lands?

m  How do we ensure the Districts are buying the highest priority land in the
most efficient and cost-effective manner?

Other Migratory Birds
m  How should we manage wetlands on District lands to optimize migrational,
breeding and nesting habitat for migratory birds.

m  How do we stem the loss of migratory birds on District lands?

Threatened / Endangered Species
m  How should the Districts address listed and rare and declining species?.

Native Species
s How should we improve native prairie restorations on District lands?

m  Under what circumstances should the Districts introduce rare native species
on District lands?

Biological Inventories/Monitoring
m  How do we improve biological inventories and monitoring on District lands?.

Federal Trust vs. Resident Wildlife
m  How should the Districts balance the needs of federal trust species with those
of resident wildlife?

Invasive Species
m  How should the Districts control invasive species on District lands?

Habitat Restoration and Management
m  How should the Districts reduce the amount of crop depredation by foraging
Canada Geese on private lands adjacent to WPAs?

= What are the long-term goals of the Districts Partners for Wildlife Private
Lands Program?

Contaminants Chapter 1/ Environmental Assessment
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m  How can the Districts mitigate negative external influences (e.g., contami-
nants) on WPAs and reduce its impact on long-term health and productivity of
District land?

Partners for Fish & Wildlife Program
m  What is the long range goal of the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program
(Private Lands) on Wetland Management Districts?

People

Wildlife-dependent Recreation and Education
m  How can the Districts better communicate the benefits of federal land to a
community.

m  How can the Districts provide adequate facilities and programs for the public
to fully enjoy wildlife-dependent recreation in a way that is compatible with
the Service and National Wildlife Refuge mission?

Operations

Land Acquisition
s Funding is needed to develop and manage newly acquired WPA land and
facilities.

Staffing
m  Districts need sufficient staff in critical areas to fully meet resource chal-
lenges and opportunities.

Facilities and Equipment
m  Districts need office, maintenance and storage facilities to carry out their
mission.

m  Vehicles and other necessary equipment need to be replaced on a regular
basis according to Service standards.

Management Consistency Among Districts

m  The Districts need to be consistent in their application of policy and resource
protection efforts.

1.6 Legal, Policy, And Administrative Guidelines

1.6.1 Legal Mandates

Service resource management and land acquisition is done in accordance with author-
ity delegated by Congress and interpreted by regulations and guidelines established
in accordance with such delegations (Appendix A).

1.6.2 Endangered Species Act Section 7 Review

The proposed action may affect but is not likely to affect any federally listed threat-
ened or endangered species or species proposed for listing. This precludes the need
for further action on the project as required under Section 7 of the Endangered
Species Act of 1973, as amended.

Minnesota Wetland Management Districts
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Chapter 2: Description of Alternatives

2.1 Development of Alternatives

Project Leaders on Wetland Management Districts (WMD) within the major water-
fowl breeding habitats of the United States have been charged with the responsibility
to identify tracts of land that meet the goals of the Small Wetland Acquisition Pro-
gram (SWAP) for inclusion in the National Wildlife Refuge System (NWRS). Of all
the responsibilities Project Leaders carry, identifying lands to include in the NWRS
has the longest lasting implications and is by far the most impor-
tant. The land, once acquired needs to be managed intensively
with a variety of tools available to the managers. The intensity of
management is limited by the number of staff available and the
scattered distribution of the land holdings across a wide land-
scape in 28 counties of Western Minnesota. The following Alter-
natives identify three approaches meeting the goals and responsi-
bilities of land ownership and management.

The main goal of the SWAP has been, and still is, to purchase a
complex of wetlands and uplands that provide habitat in which
waterfowl can successfully reproduce. The basic concept has
been to purchase in fee title key brood marshes that include adequate nesting cover
on adjacent uplands while protecting under easement surrounding temporary and
seasonal wetland basins as breeding pair habitat. Once this is accomplished the land
must be managed through seeding with native grasses and forbs, burning, and spray-
ing for exotic and/or invasive vegetation and insects, and dispose abandoned buildings
and wells. In addition, the areas must be fenced, signed and made accessible to the
public.

The SWAP began in 1958 and accelerated rapidly in the early 1960’s with passage of
the Wetlands Loan Act. The original 1960’s delineations were prepared for each fee
title parcel based on their suitability to provide brood rearing habitat for waterfowl.
These delineations designated wetlands as priority A, B, and C for fee title purchase.
These tracts had few upland acres and only existing wetlands with no drainage
facilities were considered for fee or easement purchase. In some locations, these
original delineations have been reevaluated and revised. In Minnesota, a 1974 exer-
cise produced maps showing proposed boundaries of each fee title delineation, as well
as wetlands within a two-mile radius that were eligible for easement purchase. A
1984 effort produced maps of “significant wetland areas” for fee title purchase.
Although dated, these efforts were biologically sound and provide valuable informa-
tion in deciding which properties to purchase today.

Over the years our understanding of breeding waterfowl biology has increased and
the landscape of the Upper Midwest has changed dramatically. The SWAP itself has
evolved to include purchase of drained wetlands, increased upland acreage, and
grassland easements along with new counties that include lands within intensely
agricultural and urbanized landscapes.

Three possible alternatives to acquisition and management were considered as we
thought about the future of the programs for the Wetland Management Districts. The
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three alternatives were (1) manage what lands we currently own, (2) acquire addi-
tional lands and manage them as we currently manage the lands that we own and (3)
acquire additional lands and expand management beyond the present level of inten-
sity.

In the following sections we summarize what we would do under each alternative.
The alternatives are described in the following paragraphs, but more detail is pro-
vided in Table 2 on page 21. The third alternative is our preferred alternative, which
is developed in more detail as the Comprehensive Conservation Plan.

2.2 Elements Common To All Alternatives

2.2.1 Fire

2.2.11 Prescribed Fire

Prescribed fire is a habitat management tool that is used on the Districts regularly.
District staff annually burn WPAs to enhance habitat for upland game, waterfowl, and
other species of interest. The periodic burning of grasslands, and sedge meadows
reduces encroaching vegetation such as willow. It also encourages the growth of
desirable species such as native prairie grasses and forbes.

All prescribed burns are carried out by highly trained and qualified personnel who
perform the operation under very precise plans. The Wetland Management Districts
have approved fire management plans that describe in detail how prescribed burning
will be conducted on District land. No burning takes place unless it meets the qualifi-
cations of the prescription for each unit. A prescription is a set of parameters that
define the air temperature, fuel moisture, wind direction and velocity, soil moisture,
relative humidity, and several other environmental factors under which a prescribed
burn may be ignited. This insures that there is minimal chance the fire will escape the
unit boundaries and that the fire will have the desired effect on the plant community.

Prescribed burns will occasionally be conducted within or near development zones,
sensitive resources, and boundary area to reduce the risk from wildfire damage. To
the greatest extent possible, hazard reduction prescribed fires will only be used when
they compliment resource management objectives.

Combustion of fuels during prescribed fire operations may temporarily impact air
quality, but the impacts are mitigated by small burn unit size, the direction of winds
the burns are conducted with, and the distance from population centers. All efforts
will be taken to assure that smoke does not impact smoke sensitive areas such as
roads and local residences.

Burn frequency will vary on established grassland, savanna, and wet meadow units
dependent on management objectives, historic fire frequency, and funding. As part of
the prescribed fire program, a literature search will be conducted to determine the
effects of fire on various plant and animal species, and a monitoring program will be
instituted to verify that objectives are being achieved. Collectively, the Wetland
Management Districts conduct an average of 121 prescribed fires covering approxi-
mately 16,113 acres each year (5-year average, 1998-2002). The District’s goal will be
to burn every 4 to 7 years. Under the preferred alternative, the collective goal of the
Distriets is to burn 30,000 to 32,000 acres per year. This frequency replicates the
wildfire frequency that historically occurred and is needed to maintain the grassland
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biome. Approximately 95 percent of burning occurs in the spring from April through
May. The balance of burning occurs in the fall, generally in late September through
mid-October.

Prescribed fires cannot and will not be ignited when the area is at an extreme fire
danger level and/or the National Preparedness level is V, without the approval of the
Regional Fire Management Coordinator. In addition, the Districts will not ignite
prescribed fires when adjacent counties or the State in which the burn unit is located
have instituted burning bans without the applicable State DNR concurrence.
Drought can have an effect on fire severity and control. One or more drought indica-
tors (PDI - KBI) will be used to determine the degree of drought. These indicators
can be accessed on the web at http./www.boi.noaa.gov/fwrwedb/ fwoutlook.htm

Spot fires, slop-overs, and escapes can be an expected occurrence on any prescribed
fire. They can be caused by any of a number of factors that can not always be ac-
counted for in the planning process. A few minor occurrences of these events on a
prescribed burn can usually be controlled by holding forces of the burn crew. If so,
they do not constitute a wildfire. The burn boss is responsible for evaluating the
frequency and severity of these events and taking mitigating measures such as
slowing down or stopping the burn operation, ordering additional holding forces from
within District staff, or taking measures to extinguish the prescribed burn. Should an
escape event exceed the ability of existing holding forces to control, and additional
assistance become necessary in the form of DNR involvement, the event will be
classified a wildfire and controlled accordingly. Once controlled by these forces the
prescribed burning operation will be stopped for the burning period. A fire number
will be obtained to implement wildfire funding to cover the cost of control, a wildfire
report will be generated and a Wildland Fire Situation Analysis will be prepared.

Prescribed burns can be conducted at any time of year depending on resource objec-
tives and prescription. However, the normal prescribed fire season begins approxi-
mately April 1, and ends by May 31, due to early bird nesting. Fall burning may begin
again August 15, and end October 31.

Precautions will be taken to protect threatened and endangered species during
prescribed burning. Nesting trees for Bald Eagles will be protected and burning will
not be conducted at a time or in a way to negatively impact any nesting eagles. If any
of the known disjunet populations of listed plant species are in or near a burn unit,
precautions will be taken to avoid the plants.

Existing firebreaks will be used. They may undergo minor improvements such as
graveling or rotovation (vegetation disruption). General policy dictates that any new
firebreaks or below surface improvements to existing firebreaks will be approved by
the Regional Historic Preservation Officer.

The District Managers will be responsible for supervising the development of re-
source management objectives for individual units. The District staff will provide
assistance in the selection of the appropriate management tool needed to meet
objectives. Prescribed fire is just one of a combination of tools available. If needed,
the Zone Fire Management Officer (Zone FMO) will be consulted for assistance in
developing a prescription that will achieve the desired results.

Burn plans (The Fire Management Plan) are written that document the treatment
objectives, the prescription, and the plan of action for carrying out the burn. Burn
plans are written by or under the guidance of a qualified burn boss. The burn plan
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Table 1: Fee Title Acres Approved, and Goal Acres for each District as per Land

Exchange Board (LEB)

Wetland Fee Title Acres

Management Approved for

Districts Purchase by LEB Goal Acres Remainder
Detroit Lakes 41,615 89,280 47,665
Fergus Falls 43,417 74,675 31,258
Litchfield 33,213 76,220 46,007

Big Stone 2,343 0 0

Morris 51,208 74,830 23,622
Windom 12,669 24,476 11,807

follows the format in the Service’s Fiire Management Handbook or a format approved
by the Regional Fire Management Coordinator and addresses all aspects as specified
in the Service’s Fire Management Handbook. Details regarding fire resources and
procedures may be found in the individual fire plans for each District. All burn plans
are reviewed by the Refuge Supervisor, Zone FMO, and approved by the individual
Refuge Managers prior to implementation.

2.2.12 Fire Prevention and Detection

Although fire may have historically played a role in the development of habitats on
the Districts, human ignited fires and natural ignitions burning without a prescription
are likely to result in unwanted damage to cultural and/or natural resources. In order
to prevent wildfire, an educational program will be utilized to reduce the threat of
human caused fires. Ongoing monitoring will be conducted by staff, visitors, and
cooperators to detect fire ignitions. Actions taken to implement this include:

m  Fire prevention will be discussed at safety meetings, prior to the fire season,
and during periods of high fire danger. Periodic training of staff in regards to
fire prevention will be conducted.

m  During periods of extreme fire danger, warnings will be posted at visitor
information stations.

m  Public contacts will be made via press releases and verbal contacts during
periods of extreme fire danger.

m A thorough investigation will be conducted of all fires suspected to have been
illegally set. Upon completion of the investigation, appropriate action will be
taken.

m  The Districts rely on neighbors, visitors, cooperators, and staff to detect and
report fires. In addition, the step-up plan provides for increased patrols by
District personnel during periods of very high and extreme fire danger.

m  Allfires occurring within or adjacent to (within two miles) the individual
WPASs will be reported to the respective District headquarters. The person
receiving the report will be responsible for implementing the Fire Dispatch
Plan.

m  Requests for assistance by cooperators on fires not threatening an individual
WPA must be made to the District Manager or designee. Only qualified and
properly equipped resources meeting NWCG standards will be dispatched off
of the District.

Minnesota Wetland Management Districts
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m  Firefighter and public safety always take precedence over property and
resource protection during any fire management activity. Under moderate to
severe fire danger index ratings, flaming fronts are capable of moving at fast
speeds in all fuel models. In order to eliminate safety hazards to the public, all
public access into the burn units will be closed the day of the burn. Fire crews
will be briefed that should an individual who is not a member of the fire crew
be observed in the prescribed burn unit, they will be immediately escorted out
of the area. The fire crew will keep the fire scene clear of people except for
Service firefighters and cooperating fire crews.

2.2.13 Fire Suppression

Service policy requires the District to utilize the Incident Command System (ICS) and
firefighters meeting NWCG qualifications for fires occurring on District property. All
suppression efforts will be directed towards safeguarding life while protecting the
District=s resources and property from harm. Mutual aid resources responding from
Cooperating Agencies will not be required to meet NWCG standards, but must meet
the standards of their Agency. Mutual aid resources will report to the Incident
Commander (IC) in person or by radio and receive their duty assignment. Mutual aid
forces will be first priority for release from the fire. If additional firefighters are
needed, appropriate procedures will be used to acquire them.

All fires occurring on the District and staffed with Service employees will be super-
vised by a qualified IC. The IC will be responsible for all management aspects of the
fire. If a qualified IC is not available, one will be ordered through the appropriate
area office dispatch center. All resources will report to the IC (either in person or by
radio) prior to deploying to the fire and upon arrival to the fire. The IC will be
responsible for: (1) providing a size-up of the fire to dispatch as soon as possible; (2)
determine the resources needed for the fire; and (3) advising dispatch of resource
needs on the fire. The IC will receive general suppression strategy from the Fire
Management Plan, but appropriate tactics used to suppress the fire will be up to the
IC to implement. Minimum impact suppression tactics (MIST) will be used whenever
possible.

Severity funding may be essential to provide adequate fire protection for the District
during periods of drought, as defined by the Palmer Drought Index or other appropri-
ate drought indicators. Severity funds may be used to hire additional firefighters,
extend firefighter seasons, or to provide additional resources. The Service Fire
Management Handbook provides guidelines for use of severity funding.

The incident commander (IC) on a wildland fire or the prescribed fire burn boss on a
prescribed burn will be responsible for the completion of a DI-1202 Fire Report as
well as Crew Time Reports for all personnel assigned to an incident and return these
reports to the Assistant Manager. The IC or burn boss should include a list of all
expenses and/or items lost on the fire and a list of personnel assignments on the DI-
1202. The Zone FMO will enter all data into the FMIS computer database within 10
days after the fire is declared out. The Zone FMO will also inform the timekeeper of
all time and premium pay to be charged to the fire and ensure expended supplies are
replaced. In addition, the following provisions will apply:

m  Utilize existing roads and trails, bodies of water, areas of sparse or non-
continuous fuels as primary control lines, anchor points, escape routes, and
safety zones.
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When appropriate, conduct backfiring operations from existing roads and
natural barriers to halt the spread of fire.

Use burnouts to stabilize and strengthen the primary control lines.

Depending upon the situation, either direct or indirect attack methods may be
employed. The use of backfire in combination with allowing the wildfire to
burn to a road or natural firebreak would be least damaging to the environ-
ment. However direct attack by constructing control lines as close to the fire
as possible may be the preferred method to establish quicker control.

Retardants may be used on upland areas.

Constructed fire line will be rehabilitated prior to departure from the fire or
scheduled for rehabilitation by other non-fire personnel.

The Incident Commander will choose the appropriate suppression strategy
and technique. As a guide: On low intensity fires (generally flame lengths
less than 4 feet) the primary suppression strategy will be direct attack with
hand crews and engines. If conditions occur that sustain higher intensity fires
(those with flame lengths greater than 4 feet) then indirect strategies which
utilize back fires or burning out from natural and human-made fire barriers
may be utilized. Those barriers should be selected to safely suppress the fire,
minimize resource degradation and damage and be cost effective.

The use of earth moving equipment for suppression activities (dozers, grad-
ers, plows) on the District land will not be permitted without the approval of
the individual District Manager or his/her designated representative in the
event of their absence.

All areas in which wildfires occur on the District or District administered
lands will be evaluated prior to the aerial or ground application of foams and/
or retardants. Only approved chemical foams and retardants will be used (or
not used) in sensitive areas such as those with riparian vegetation.

Hazard reduction prescribed fires may be used in fire adapted communities
that have not had significant fire for more than twice the normal fire fre-
quency for that community type.

Utilization of heavy equipment during high intensity fires will be allowed only
with the approval of the individual managers of the Districts.

Wild fire use for resource benefit will not be utilized.
Engines will remain on roads and trails to the fullest extent possible.

Whenever it appears a fire will escape initial attack efforts, leave Service
lands, or when fire complexity exceeds the capabilities of command or opera-
tions, the IC will take appropriate, proactive actions to ensure additional
resources are ordered. The IC, through dispatch or other means, will notify
the Complex FMO of the situation. With Zone FMO assistance the Refuge
Manager at each Complex Refuge will complete a Wildland Fire Situation
Analysis (WFSA) and Delegation of Authority.

The IC will be responsible for mop-up and rehabilitation actions and stan-
dards on District fires. District fires will be monitored until declared out.
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m  Rehabilitation of suppression actions will take place prior to firefighters being
released from the fire. Action to be taken include: 1) All trash will be re-
moved; 2) Fire lines will be refilled and water bars added if needed; 3)
Hazardous trees and snags cut and all stumps cut flush; and 4) Damage to
improvements caused by suppression efforts will be repaired, and a rehabili-
tation plan completed if necessary. Service policy states that only damage to
improvements caused by suppression efforts can be repaired with fire funds.
Service funds cannot be used to repair damage caused by the fire itself (i.e.
burnt fence lines). If re-seeding is necessary, it will be accomplished accord-
ing to Service policy and regulations

2.2.2 Cultural Resources

The District Manager will, during early planning, provide the Regional Historic
Preservation Officer a description and location of all projects, activities, routine
maintenance and operations that affect ground and structures, requests for permitted
uses, and alternatives being considered. The RHPO will analyze these undertakings
for potential to affect historic properties and enter into consultation with the public
and local government officials to identify concerns about impacts by the undertaking.
This notification will be at least equal to, preferably with, public notification accom-
plished for NEPA and compatibility.

2.2.3 Listed Species

Prior to the burning season, Ecological Services will review each District’s Fire
Management Plan to ensure that prescribed burning will not negatively impact listed
species.

2.3 Alternative 1 — Discontinue Acquiring Additional Land and
Maintain Management on Current Land

Under this alternative we would manage fee title land already in the system and
would not increase the holdings to the agreed goal acres for each county within the
District. We would restore native grasslands using local ecotypes of mixed native
grasses and forbs and improve wetlands by increasing water control and improving
watersheds. We would regularly evaluate our approach to waterfowl production. We
would maintain the recruitment rate of waterfowl and the current level of inspection
of our lands and easements. We would continue to conduct the 4-square-mile monitor-
ing program and the monitoring of nesting structures under this alternative. We
would continue routine surveys such as the scent post survey and bird counts and non-
routine surveys when requested, such as the deformed frog survey. We would con-
tinue to avoid any actions that would harm endangered or threatened species, and we
would note the presence of any species that is federally listed as endangered or
threatened.

We would maintain the public access to WPA’s that currently exists. We would com-
plete and document development plans for every WPA on the District as time and
staffing permit. The development plans would be recorded in a geographic informa-
tion system and document ownership boundaries, habitat, facilities and history of
management.

Each Distriet would continue with the current level of staffing. We would identify and
replace facilities and equipment that do not meet Service standards. We would expect
that the maintenance backlog would be reduced, but not eliminated, over the life of
the CCP.
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Management would continue to be inconsistent among Districts. There would be
limited coordination with the Districts in Iowa, Wisconsin, and the Dakotas.

Currently, the Districts manage the following lands:

Big Stone WMD Acres
Native Prairie (virgin) 25
Other Grasslands/Farmland 1,445
Forested/Brushland 34
Wetland/Riverine 839
Total 2,343

Detroit Lakes WMD Acres

Native Prairie (virgin) 4,051

Other Grasslands/Farmland 15,262
Forested/Brushland 4,178

Wetland/Riverine 18,124

Total 41,615

Fergus Falls WMD Acres
Native Prairie (virgin) 2,294

Other Grasslands/Farmland 20,881
Forested/Brushland 3,328

Wetlands and Rivers 16,309

Total 13417

Litchfield WMD Acres
Native prairie (virgin) 2,653

Other grasslands/farmland 14,310

Forested/brushland 2,969

Wetland/riverine 13,281

Total 33,213

Morris WMD Acres
Native Prairie (virgin) 7,035

Other Grasslands/Farmland 23,969
Forested/Brushland 2,268

Wetland/Riverine 17,936

Total 51,208

Windom WMD Acres
Native prairie 422

Other grasslands/farmland 7,564
Forested/brushland 543

Wetland/riverine 4,140

Total 12,669

2.4 Alternative 2: Increase Land Holdings to Goal Acres and
Maintain Current Management Practices (No Action Alternative)

Under this alternative we would continue acquiring land up to the goal acres agreed
to by each county within the District (See Table 1). We would expand the size of
Waterfowl Production Areas in areas of prime waterfowl use through easements and
working with partners.
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We would restore native grasslands using local ecotypes of mixed native grasses and
forbs and improve wetlands by increasing water control and improving watersheds.
We would regularly evaluate our approach to waterfowl production. We would
maintain the recruitment rate of waterfowl and the current level of inspection of our
lands and easements. We would continue to conduct the 4-square-mile monitoring
program and the monitoring of nesting structures under this alternative. We would
continue routine surveys such as the scent post survey and bird counts and non-
routine surveys when requested, such as the deformed frog survey. We would con-
tinue to avoid any actions that would harm endangered or threatened species. We
would note the presence of any species that is federally listed as endangered or
threatened.

We would continue current public access on existing areas and add access to new
acquisitions slowly over several years. We would complete and document develop-
ment plans for every WPA on the District as time and staffing permit. The develop-
ment plans would be recorded in a geographic information system and document
ownership boundaries, habitat, facilities and history of management.

Each District would continue with the current level of staffing. We would identify

and replace facilities and equipment that do not meet Service standards. We would
expect that the maintenance backlog would be reduced, but not eliminated, over the
life of the CCP.

Management would continue to be inconsistent among Districts. There would be
limited coordination with the Districts in Iowa, Wisconsin, and the Dakotas.

2.5 Alternative 3 — Increase Land Holdings to Goal Acres and
Expand Management for Waterfowl, Other Trust Species and the
Public (Preferred Alternative)

Under this alternative we would continue acquiring land up to the goal acres agreed
to by each county within the District (See Table 1). We would expand the size of
Waterfowl Production Areas in areas of prime waterfowl use through easements and
working with partners. We would focus whenever possible on prime habitat as
outlined in the Habitat and Population Evaluation Team (HAPET) “thunderstorm”
maps. These maps reveal high density waterfowl populations and, because the results
are color coded, look somewhat like weather maps.

We would follow the Strategic Growth of the Small Wetland Acquisition Program
(SWAP) Guidelines for Fee and Easement Purchase (Appendix K). These Guidelines
specify that:

1) The program will focus on providing the mission components for the WMD
landscape: wetland complexes, surrounding grasslands and a predator compo-
nent that approaches a naturally occurring complement (i.e., coyotes vs. red
fox).

2) The program will focus on established delineation criteria (size, location, ratio
of upland to wetlands, soil composition, ete.) for all fee title, habitat and
wetland easements (Appendix K).

3) The program will prioritize acquisition based on “thunderstorm maps,” land
cover (grassland acres), landscape characteristics and data on predator
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populations. Prioritization will be given to tracts that benefit waterfowl, but
other wildlife benefits will be considered in the priorities such as native
prairie, endangered or threatened species, colonial nesting birds and expand-
ing and protecting large tracts of grassland as Grassland Bird Core Conserva-
tion Areas as proposed by Fitzgerald et al. (1998).

We would restore native grasslands using local ecotypes of mixed native grasses and
forbs and improve wetlands by increasing water control and improving watersheds.
We would, where possible, follow HAPET recommendations for nesting platforms and
predator management (electric fencing, predator control, islands, etc). Cooperating
landowners within the District’s watershed would be offered incentives and/or com-
pensated through cost-sharing agreements for applying conservation and environmen-
tal farming practices on their lands and for creating, maintaining, or enhancing habitat
for wildlife.

We would regularly evaluate our approach to waterfowl production and improve
waterfowl monitoring. We would increase the recruitment rate of waterfowl and
increase inspection of our lands and easements. We would work to prohibit the
introduction of wildlife species that are not native to the Northern Tallgrass Prairie
Ecosystem.

We would employ a scientifically defensible means to monitor and evaluate habitats
and populations under this alternative. We would increasingly use geographic infor-
mation systems in our monitoring. We would inventory the hydrological systems
within the Districts, invertebrate communities, and monitor contaminant levels in
water flowing into District wetlands. We would increase our surveys and monitoring
of threatened and endangered species, invertebrates, and unique communities under
this alternative. We would seek opportunities to enhance and reintroduce native
species in the districts.

Under this alternative we would expand and improve opportunities for public use
through construction of additional parking lots and interpretive kiosks on existing and
acquired lands.

We would complete and document development plans for every WPA on the District
within three years under this alternative. The development plans would be recorded
in a geographic information system and document ownership boundaries, habitat,
facilities and history of management.

Staff would be added to the Districts under this alternative. Implementation of the
CCP would rely on partnerships formed with landowners in the watershed, volun-
teers and interested citizens, farm and conservation organizations, and with appropri-
ate government agencies. We would identify and replace facilities and equipment that
do not meet Service standards. Our goal would be to meet the standards by 2010.

Management of the Districts would be more consistent among the Minnesota Districts
and with the Districts in Iowa, Wisconsin and the Dakotas.
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Table 3: Summary of Management Alternatives
Alternatives

Alternative 3
Increase land holdings to
goal acres and expand
management for waterfowl,

Alternative 2
Increase land holdings to
goal acres and maintain

current management

Alternative 1
Acquire no additional land
and maintain management

on current land

Goals

practices (No Action)

other trust species and the
public
(Preferred Alternative)

Wildlife Goal |

Habitat Goal n

Acquisition Goal ]

Maintain recruitment
rate of waterfowl
Regularly evaluate
approach to waterfowl
production.

Restore native grasslands
using local grasses and
forbs

Improve wetlands by
increasing water control
and improving water-
sheds.

Manage existing fee title
land and not increase
holdings to the agreed
goal acres for each county
within the Districts.

Same as Alternative 1.

Same as Alternative 1.

m Continue acquiring land
up to goal acres. Expand
the size of WPAs in areas
of prime waterfowl use
through easements and
working with partners.

Increase recruitment rate
of waterfowl.

Regularly evaluate
approach to waterfowl
production.

Where possible, follow
HAPET recommenda-
tions for nesting
platforms and predator
management.

Seek opportunities to
enhance and reintroduce
native species within the
Districts.

Work to prohibit
introduction of non-native
species.

Restore native grasslands
using local grasses and
forbs; improve wetlands
by increasing water
control and improving
watersheds.

Offer incentives to
landowners for applying
conservation and
environmental farming
practices on their land
and for creating,
maintaining or enhancing
habitat on their land.
Work to prohibit
introduction of non-native
species.

Continue acquiring land
up to the goal acres.
Expand the size of WPAs
in areas of prime
waterfowl use through
easements and working
with partners.
Whenever possible, focus
on prime habitat outlined
by the Habitat and
Population Evaluation
Team maps.

Follow the Strategic
Growth of the Small
Wetland Acquisition
Program Guidelines for
fee and easement
purchase.
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Table 3: Summary of Management Alternatives

Goals

Alternative 1
Acquire no additional land
and maintain management

on current land

Alternatives

Alternative 2
Increase land holdings to
goal acres and maintain

current management
practices (No Action)

Alternative 3
Increase land holdings to
goal acres and expand
management for waterfowl,
other trust species and the
public
(Preferred Alternative)

Monitoring Goal

Endangered/Threatened
Species Goal

Public Use /
Environmental Education
Goal

Development Plan Goal

m Continue 4-square-mile

monitoring program and
monitoring nesting
structures.

m Routine surveys and non-

routine surveys would be
conducted when re-
quested.

m Presence of federally

listed threatened/
endangered species would
be noted.

m Continue to avoid actions
that would harm these
species.

m Existing public access to
WPAS maintained.

m Development Plans
completed for every WPA
on each District as time
and staffing permit.

m Development Plans would
be recorded in GIS.

Same as Alternative 1.

Same as Alternative 1.

m Continue current public
access on existing areas
and add access to new
acquisitions over several
years.

Same as Alternative 1.

m Employ scientifically-
defensible means to
monitor and evaluate
habitats and populations.

m Increase use of GIS in
monitoring.

m Inventory hydrological
systems with the
Districts, inventory
invertebrate communi-
ties, and monitor
contaminant levels in
water flowing into the
Districts.

m Increase surveys and
monitoring of threatened
and endangered species.

m Increase surveys and
monitoring of threatened
and endangered species,
invertebrates, and unique
communities.

m Seek opportunities to
enhance and reintroduce
native species in the
Districts.

m Expand and improve
public use opportunities
through construction of
parking lots and interpre-
tive kiosks on existing
and newly acquired lands.

m Complete and document
development plans for
every WPA within the
District within 3 years.

m Development plans would
be recorded in GIS.
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Table 3: Summary of Management Alternatives

Goals

Alternative 1
Acquire no additional land
and maintain management

on current land

Alternatives

Alternative 2
Increase land holdings to
goal acres and maintain

current management
practices (No Action)

Alternative 3
Increase land holdings to
goal acres and expand
management for waterfowl,
other trust species and the
public
(Preferred Alternative)

Staff, Facilities and
Equipment Goal

Annual Capital
Development Funds Goal

Consistency Goal

m Current level of staffing
would continue on each
District.

m Facilities and equipment
not meeting Service
standards would be
replaced.

m Maintenance backlog
would be reduced.

m No additional lands would

be purchased, which
would reduce mainte-
nance needs.

m Existing inconsistencies
in management of
Districts would continue.

m Coordination with
Districts in surrounding
states would be limited.

Same as Alternative 1.

m Maintenance costs would
increase with additional
lands, however this would
be balanced by WPA
expansions accomplished
through easements and
work with partners.

Same as Alternative 1.

m Staff would be added to
the Districts.

m Implementation of the
CCP would rely on
partnerships formed with
landowners in the
watershed, volunteers
and interested citizens,
farm and conservation
organizations, and
appropriate government
agencies.

m Facilities and equipment
not meeting Service
standards would be
replaced by 2010.

Same as Alternative 2.

m Management would be
more consistent among
Minnesota Districts as
well as Districts in Iowa,
Wisconsin, North Dakota
and South Dakota.
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3.0 The Affected Environment

3.1 Detroit Lakes Wetland Management District

3.1.2 Introduction

Detroit Lakes WMD is the northernmost district in northwestern Minnesota and
includes the counties of Becker, Clay, Mahomen, Norman and Polk. The headquarters
is near Detroit Lakes, which is located in the southern portion of the District. The
District is bordered on the west by the flat Red River flood plam and by the rolhng
hardwood forest-lake region on the east. The primary e an
economic base of the area is agriculture, with a strong
tourism industry centered on area lakes.

The rolling prairie zone and associated wetlands of this
District, located between glacial Lake Agassiz’s beach ridge
and the hardwood forest, have not been spared from agricul-
tural development. The tallgrass prairie, most of the
wetlands, and much of the timberland have been converted
to crop production.

The District currently manages 40,492 fee acres on 162

WPAs. In addition, 323 wetland easements totaling 12,715 wetland acres, three
grassland easements totaling 156 acres and 18 FmHA conservation easements
totaling 1,637 acres are administered by the WMD. These lands are scattered across
five counties of northwest Minnesota.

3.1.2 Climate

District climate falls in the temperate zone with severely cold winters and warm
summers. Temperatures can range from as low as -45 degrees Fahrenheit in January
and February to the upper 90s (degrees Fahrenheit) during June through August.
The warmest months are July and August with the average temperature near 70
degrees Fahrenheit.

Table 4: Major Habitat Types of Waterfowl Production Areas in the Detroit Lakes
Wetland Management District

Habitat Types Acres
Native prairie (virgin) 4,051
Other grasslands/farmland 15,262
Forested/brushland 4,178
Wetland/riverine 18,124

Total 41,615
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Normal annual precipitation is nearly 25 inches, most of which falls between April and
September. The heaviest rainfall occurs in June, July and August when as much as 8
inches can fall in one month. Winter precipitation from snowfall is generally light
(under 4 inches of measured precipitation).

3.1.3 Soils

District soils range from heavy silty clay in the flat Red River Valley to sand on the
beach line of historic glacial Lake Agassiz to deep loam in the rolling grasslands of the
prairie pothole area to shallow loam in the forested lakes region.

3.1.4 Natural Resources

The District is located in the transition area between the tallgrass prairie and big
woods biomes. Habitat varies from virgin tallgrass prairie to cropland to forest, with
thousands of wetlands and lakes scattered throughout. The result is an area that is
rich in floral and faunal diversity. The only portion of the District that lacks diversity
is the Red River Valley flood plain; however, there are remnant riverine habitats in
the floodplain that are an oasis for wildlife, particularly migrating passerine birds.

3.1.4.1 Plants

Endangered/Threatened

A goblin fern population (Federal candidate species proposed for listing) has recently
been located on the Hagen WPA in Polk County. Several Clay County WPAs are
suspected of having the western prairie fringed orchid, which is Federally listed as
endangered. In addition, Conservation Easement 10-C in Clay County protects a
unique land feature on the glacial Lake Agassiz beachline that supports “short-grass”
prairie species, and a portion of the only Minnesota breeding site for the chestnut-
collared longspur:

Grassland

The native grasslands in the District have all of the species components of the
tallgrass prairie, as many as 250 species of grasses, forbs and other prairie plants.
The seeded native grasslands on District WPAs are dominated by four species of
warm-season native grasses, big and little bluestem, switchgrass, and Indian grass.
Non-native grasslands are a mixture of introduced cool-season grasses (primarily
smooth brome, Kentucky bluegrass, and quackgrass) and native and introduced forbs.

Wetland

The District has wetland types I through VIII (Stewart and Kantrud 1971) and
numerous lakes and rivers. About 60 percent of the original wetland habitat in the
District has been lost through drainage or filling. The present wetland base could be
classified as good to excellent. Through the Service’s wetland restoration program,
this wetland base is increasing and being enhanced annually. Wetland vegetation
varies based on water conditions ranging from ephemeral to permanent open water
wetlands and includes reed canary grass, cattail, bulrush, phragmites, burreed,
coontail, bladderwort, waterlily, arrowhead, manna grass, duckweed, sedge, smart-
weed, cord grass, and willow.

Forested

Forested areas occur primarily in the eastern half of the District. Composition is
mixed hardwoods with species such as aspen, oak, basswood, ash, maple, etc. A few
areas are dominated by white, red and jack pine. Fewer yet are composed of balsam
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and white spruce stands. In the western half of the District, timbered areas are
mainly farmstead and riparian habitats, dominated by boxelder, oak, cottonwood and
ash. Some of the western most remaining tamarack stands in Minnesota occur on
waterfowl production areas in Clay County. Nearly all American and red (rock) elms
in the District have died from Dutch Elm Disease.

Noxious Weeds

All of the listed noxious weed species of Minnesota can be found in the District. The
species most troublesome to District operations include plumeless thistle, leafy
spurge, purple loosestrife, and Canada thistle and musk thistle.

3.1.4.2 Animals

Endangered/Threatened

Bald Eagles (threatened) commonly use WPAs during migration periods and through-
out the summer. To date, no eagles are known to nest on WPAs; however, the number
of area nests is increasing with some quite near WPAs.

The District is in the peripheral range of the gray wolf (threatened). Gray wolves are
reproducing in eastern Becker County, including a denning sight located on Tamarac
National Wildlife Refuge. Public reports of gray wolf sightings in the District are
increasing annually.

The candidate species Dakota skipper also occurs on the District.

Birds

The District has a great diversity of bird species that are common to the grasslands,
wetlands, and forests of Minnesota. Nesting waterfowl include Canvasback, Redhead,
Blue-winged Teal, Mallard, Pintail, Wood Duck, Ring-necked Duck, and Ruddy Duck.
Other noteworthy species include the Greater Prairie Chicken.

Trumpeter Swans have been reintroduced in the District. Nesting success has been
steadily improving and some District WPAs are receiving increasing use.

Loons and Double-crested Cormorants frequent the deeper marshes of District
WPAS; cormorants are steadily increasing. Abundant Sora and Common Snipe
populations use WPA wetland habitat throughout the District.

Greater Sandhill Cranes, Great Egrets, Western, Pied-billed and Red-necked Grebes,
Horned and Eared grebes, American and Least Bitterns, Great Blue Herons, Black-
crowned Night Herons and White Pelicans are commonly observed during the migra-
tion and breeding seasons. Populations of Great Egrets and White Pelicans appear to
be increasing in the District. Breeding pairs of Greater Sandhill Cranes also appear to
be increasing dramatically. Cranes have been observed throughout the summer on
Helliksen Prairie WPA in Becker County, Downing and Nelson Prairie WPAs in
Mahnomen County, and on WPAs and private land throughout the eastern half of Polk
County. There are also reports of crane production in southeastern Becker County in
the Toad River Watershed.

Shorebirds common to the area include Killdeer, Marbled Godwit, Upland Plover
(sandpiper), Spotted and Pectoral Sandpiper, Wilson’s Phalarope, Greater and Lesser
Yellowlegs, American Woodcock, and Common Snipe. These species and others are
observed during migration and breeding seasons.
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Herring, Ring-billed, Franklin and Bonepart’s Gulls, Forester’s and Common Terns
are frequently observed during migration. Black Terns are summer residents of many
WPAs.

At least 20 species of raptors utilize WPAs in this area. Marsh Hawks (Northern
Harrier), Cooper’s and Sharp-shinned Hawks, Red-tailed and rough-legged Hawks,
American Kestrels, Broad-winged Hawks, Goshawks, Osprey and Great Horned Owls
are among the most common. Peregrine Falcons use several WPAs during migration
periods.

Mammals

All mammals endemic to Minnesota grasslands, transition zones, and forested areas
are common in the District. The moose population is increasing throughout the
District with an estimated 50 to 100 moose inhabiting District WPAs. The white-
tailed deer population in this region of Minnesota is high. Other mammals commonly
using WPA habitat include beaver, mink, muskrat, fox, coyote, skunks, raccoon,
rabbits, otter, fisher and many rodent species.

Fish

While there is limited fish habitat on District WPAs, several of them are used by fish
as spawning sites. Only one WPA has a resident fish population. Elsewhere in the
District, there are numerous rivers and lakes with healthy fish populations.

Reptiles and Amphibians

Three snake species (garter, red-bellied, and smooth green), two salamanders (tiger
and blue-spotted), four frog species (leopard, wood, tree, and spring peeper), two
turtle species (snapper and painted), two toad species (Canadian and American) and
the 13-lined skink are found in the District.

Other Wildlife

The Poweshiek Skipper, a State Special Concern Species butterfly, can be found on
Flickertail Prairie WPA. This dry prairie site on the sandy beach-line of glacial Lake
Agassiz may also hold a small population of the state-listed threatened Dakota
Skipper butterfly.

3.1.5 Cultural Resources

The area encompassed by Detroit Lakes WMD exhibits evidence of human use and
occupation for the past 6,000 years, possibly for the past 9,000 years. At least 700
prehistoric and historic period archeological sites and certain other cultural resources
have been recorded; of which 100 sites are on District waterfowl production areas.
With less than two per cent of the land having been surveyed for cultural resources,
good potential exists for many unrecorded sites from the earliest Paleo Indian,
Archaic, Woodland, Indian, and Euro-American cultures such as camps, villages,
bison-kills, traditional cultural and sacred sites, subsistence procurement activities,
trading posts, pioneer and other farmsteads, road and trails, and landscapes.

Cultural resources are important parts of the Nation’s heritage: “those parts of the
physical environment — natural and built — that have cultural value to some kind of
sociocultural group ... [and] those non-material human social institutions....”King, p.9.
The Service is committed to protecting valuable records of human interactions with
each other and the landscape. Protection is accomplished in conjunction with the
Service’s mandate to protect fish, wildlife, and plant resources. (See the CCP for a
complete review of cultural resource issues.)
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3.1.6 Social and Economic Factors

The five counties of the District are intensely agricultural. Scattered farmsteads on
large farms of predominantly small grain production with much smaller acreage
devoted to hayland and pasture cover the area. Land use trends have been toward
clean farming methods with fall tillage. In recent years, some conservation tillage has
been occurring. Wetland drainage has been extensive with only the most permanent
wetlands or those under perpetual easement protection remaining.

The agricultural community has suffered economically in recent years due to the
general agricultural depression of the 1980s and dry growing seasons in 1988 and
1989. Some improvement in the farming economy has occurred in the 1990s as crop
prices, yields, and land values have increased; however, the unusually wet summers of
1992, 1993 and 1999 caused it to slump again.

Recreation also provides important economic input into the District. Many of the
recreational activities are centered around the many lakes and wetlands of the area
with waterfowl hunting, fishing, and boating the main activities. Deer and upland bird
hunting are other major recreational activities that provide important economic
benefits.

3.2 Fergus Falls Wetland Management District

3.2.1 Introduction

The Fergus Falls Wetland Management District consists of Otter Tail, Grant, Dou-
glas, Wilkin, and Wadena counties. These counties are in the Prairie Pothole Region
generally on or west of the prairie-forest transition. This area was locked in glacial
ice until about 12,000 years ago. By 8,000 years ago glacial Lake Agassiz was gone,
leaving a basin that was flat with little topographic relief except for ancient beach
ridges in an area of the Red River Valley we now know as Wilkin County. Douglas,
Grant, and Otter Tail counties extend into the western prairie rolling topography
known as glacial morain with numerous lakes. Wadena County is part of the Missis-
sippi headwaters district, an area of geological complexity.

T